
“There is a cost to caring.” - Charles Figley

Trauma takes a toll on children, families, schools, and communities. Trauma can also take a toll on 
school professionals. Any educator who works directly with traumatized children and adolescents is 
vulnerable to the effects of trauma—referred to as compassion fatigue or secondary traumatic stress—
being physically, mentally, or emotionally worn out, or feeling overwhelmed by students’ traumas.  The best 
way to deal with compassion fatigue is early recognition.

TIPS FOR EDUCATORS:

1. Be aware of the signs. Educators with compassion fatigue may exhibit some of the following signs:
	 		 •	Increased	irritability	or	impatience	with	students
	 		 •	Difficulty	planning	classroom	activities	and	lessons
	 		 •	Decreased	concentration
	 		 •	Denying	that	traumatic	events	impact	students	or	feeling	numb	or	detached
	 		 •	Intense	feelings	and	intrusive	thoughts,	that	don’t	lessen	over	time,	about	a	student’s	trauma
	 		 •	Dreams	about	students’	traumas

2. Don’t go it alone. Anyone who knows about stories of trauma needs to guard against isolation. While 
respecting	the	confidentiality	of	your	students,	get	support	by	working	in	teams,	talking	to	others	in	your	
school, and asking for support from administrators or colleagues. 

3. Recognize compassion fatigue as an occupational hazard. When an educator approaches 
students with an open heart and a listening ear, compassion fatigue can develop. All too often educators 
judge themselves as weak or incompetent for having strong reactions to a student’s trauma. Compassion 
fatigue is not a sign of weakness or incompetence; rather, it is the cost of caring.

4. Seek help with your own traumas. Any adult helping children with trauma, who also has her own 
unresolved traumatic experiences, is more at risk for compassion fatigue.

5. If you see signs in yourself, talk to a professional. If	you	are	experiencing	signs	of	
compassion fatigue for more than two to three weeks, seek counseling with a professional who is 
knowledgeable about trauma.

6. Attend to self care.	Guard	against	your	work	becoming	the	only	activity	that	defines	who	you	are.
 Keep perspective by spending time with children and adolescents who are not experiencing traumatic 

stress. Take care of yourself by eating well and exercising, engaging in fun activities, taking a break during 
the	workday,	finding	time	to	self-reflect,	allowing	yourself	to	cry,	and	finding	things	to	laugh	about.	

Resource: Figley, C.R. (1995). Compassion fatigue: Coping with secondary traumatic stress disorder in those who treat 

the traumatized.	New	York:	Brunner/Mazel,	Inc.
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